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POSITIVE STRESS

TOLERABLE STRESS

TOXIC STRESS

What is toxic stress?

TRAUMA



What is a relationship?

We come into the world looking for someone who is looking for us. ~Dr. Curt Thompson

In the earliest seconds of our lives, our survival becomes dependent on human relationships to help us 
navigate stressful situations.



Our brains wire for dependence on healthy relationships

We are born with about 100 billion neurons 

Only 20% of those neurons are connected

85% of those connections happen before we turn 3

Almost all of them in the context of relationship





Human connection in early life is not only crucial for 
immediate physiological and emotional regulation, but it also 
has long-term implications for an individual's ability to handle 

stress and form healthy relationships throughout life.



The relationship 
causes constant stress, 

anxiety, or fear, 
impacting daily 
functioning and 
mental health.

What is a toxic relationship?



Bullying and Cyberbullying

Toxic 
relationships 

in youth: 
what they 
look like. 

Dating Violence

Peer Aggression

Emotional and 
Psychological 

Abuse



Factors leading to toxic relationships between youth?

• Previous trauma

• Low self-esteem

• Family, peer and media influence

• Social media

• Societal and cultural influence

• Loneliness

The obsessive use of social 
media is an attempt to fill a 
hole, a great hallowing, that 

took place before anyone 
had a smartphone. It is, like 
much of our depression and 
anxiety, a symptom of our 

current crisis. 

~Johann Harie



Research tells us that between 
50 and 75% of youth are 

struggling with loneliness.

According to the 2021 YRBS, only 
20% of middle and high school 
students feeling sad or anxious 
or depressed said they often or 
always have someone to talk to 

about it. 





"The relationship 
with yourself sets 
the tone for every 
other relationship 

you have.“
~peter crone

The conversations we have 
with ourselves can often be 
the most toxic conversations 

of all.  



Educate:
The original relational design

What do we 
do now?

Encourage self-reflection
and regulation:

There is power in knowing 
how our brain works

Model, connect and 
Support:

Some of our youth 
have never seen a 

healthy relationship.

Prevent:
Teach the 

warning signs



Human connection in early life is not only crucial for 
immediate physiological and emotional regulation, but it also 
has long-term implications for an individual's ability to handle 

stress and form healthy relationships throughout life.



Keith Cartwright
R.keithcartwright@gmail.com
804-525-8484

Thank you
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